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 The Meiji rulers employed Shinto ideologies to unify the dispersed Japanese 
population with “one mind and one spirit” and a special identity and destiny, under the 
rule of a divine emperor.  They did not only utilize Shinto for internal management but 
also for the purpose of external expansion; an engine of war.  
Japan brought along her Shinto ideologies as she advanced into Singapore during 
World War II.  Her occupation in Singapore was like a total projection of her culture, 
religion and ideologies onto the small island.  The Japanese purposed to “transform” the 
newly conquered population into “Japanese subjects” under the emperor’s rule.  So, they 
instituted Shinto festivals as a tool to unite the Singapore populace to come under one 
emperor, one common Asian identity and one faith. 
However, the Japanese did not impose their Shinto faith onto the Singapore 
populace.  If they did so, they would expect local protest and lose the support from the 
religious groups.  Instead, they adopted a religious freedom policy to cultivate local 
support.  Throughout the occupation, the Japanese never failed to assure the locals and 
demonstrate their religious freedom stance towards the native religions.  
Yet, as much as Shinto ideologies helped the Japanese administration, it also 
worked against them.  In fact, Shinto ideologies betrayed what the Japanese professed to 
do and their religious policy towards the locals.  Under the name of Shinto, the Japanese 
came into direct conflict with other religions.  Their management of the Singapore 
population indicated a long term plan to replace the local religions with their Shinto faith.  




  1 
INTRODUCTION 
BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY  
SHINTO AND THE MEIJI RULERS 
Japan has always been identified as a state with a close relationship with its 
religion, Shinto.1  Historically, we observe that there was an interdependent relationship 
in which the state drew upon the ideas and symbols of Shinto as part of its legitimation, 
while on the other hand, Shinto sought support from the state to elevate its status.2  Such 
a relationship emerged from a group of politicians who had skillfully employed Shinto, 
which had no precisely stated theology, doctrine or philosophy, and who reinterpreted it 
to meet their political objectives.  Generally, there was wide agreement among scholars 
that the fundamental and characteristic emphasis of Shinto had been nationalistic.  
Holtom has accurately defined Shinto as “the characteristic ritualistic arrangements and 
their underlying beliefs by which the Japanese people have celebrated, dramatized, 
interpreted and supported the chief values of their national life.”3  
Shinto reached its highest state support during the Meiji period (1868 – 1912).  It 
was the period in which the Japanese rulers utilized Shinto as a tool to extract loyalty and 
support towards their legislation and to ultimately strengthen their governance over 
Japan.  In 1868, the rulers in Meiji found a loose federation of feudal domains, each loyal 
to their feudal lords and ruled by a defunct Shogunate and a mysterious, invisible 
                                                 
1 Shinto has been called “the racial spirit of the Japanese people, the essence of the principles of imperial 
rule, a system of correct social and political etiquette, the ideal national morality, a system of patriotism 
and loyalty centering in emperor worship, a nature worship, an intermixture of the worship of nature and of 
ancestors.” From Mullins, Mark R., Susumu Shimazono and Paul L. Swanson, eds. Religion and Society in 
Modern Japan. Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1993, p82-83. 
2 Hardacre, Helen. Internet Document. State and Religion In Japan. [cited 10 October 2003]. Available 
from www.nanzan-u.ac.jp/SHUBUNKEN/publications/galleys/ 
Guidebook/Hardacre%20on%20State_and_Religion.pdf    





emperor secluded from the public in Kyoto.4  Thus, the rulers aimed to work towards 
unifying these dispersed people by devising an ideology that would make the Japanese 
united with “one mind and one spirit,” with a sense of their own special identity and 
destiny.  
Shinto, the indigenous faith of the Japanese, provided the solution for the rulers to 
enforce national unity.  It provided spiritual beliefs to shape the ways in which the 
Japanese thought about themselves and about the world in which they lived.5  It placed 
their worldview above other religions and gave them a sense of being special and 
unique.6  The Japanese were said to be imbued with the notion that Japan was the land of 
the gods, inhabited by a people uniquely superior in the world, who lived together, where 
the whole nation was a single family, under the benevolent guidance of a divine emperor.  
As such, the rulers were determined to employ Shinto as a means to unite the nation in 
obedience to the emperor and those acting on his behalf.  With the backing of religious 
validation, the rulers portrayed the Japanese emperor as having the spiritual and imperial 
authentication to rule over Japan.  
One of the significant features of Shinto that the Meiji rulers exploited was the 
proclamation of the sacerdotal role of the emperor.  Shinto was employed towards the 
sanctification of authority on the emperor.  Holtom states that the divinity of the emperor 
lay not in the absoluteness of his authority, nor in symbolizing the national life, but in 
blood descent from the god-ancestors of the ruling family and ultimately from the Sun 
                                                 
4 Hardacre, Helen. Shinto and the State, 1868 – 1988. Princeton : Princeton University Press, 1989. 
5 Benson, John and Matsumura, Takao. Japan, 1868 – 1945: From Isolation to Occupation. Great Britain : 
Pearson Education Limited, 2001. 





Goddess herself. 7   In the third article of the written Meiji constitution in 1889, the 
emperor of Japan was declared sacred and inviolable.8  In making this claim, the emperor 
was also inviolable because he was sacred.  Complete goodness and inherited sacredness 
reinforced the emperor’s authority to rule.  He was sinless and infallible.  As the emperor 
was deemed “god-personified” or the “living god” on earth, he demanded the respect due 
to a deity.  In other words, the emperor was given spiritual authentication in addition to 
his political authority for his legislation in Japan.  
 Another distinctive feature of Shinto that captured the interests of the Japanese 
rulers was that it helped to purge Japan of all foreign influences.  Shinto was employed to 
get rid of foreign influences which caused a threat to Japan’s nationality both in culture 
and society.  In the century preceding Meiji restoration, an influential eighteenth-century 
nativist scholar Motoori explained nationality in spiritual terms:9 
“I suggest that one first cleanse oneself of any defiled notions one may have 
acquired from reading Chinese texts, and then, holding fast to one’s pristine 
Japanese heart, study our ancient texts well.  If one does this, one will 
automatically learn about the Way that should be adopted and practiced.  To 
know these things is to adopt and practice the Way of the Gods.” 
Together with the fact that in the early Meiji period Japan was flooded with disintegrating 
foreign ideas, such a viewpoint of nationality paved the way for the Meiji rulers to use 
Shinto to curb foreign influences.  Shinto, with its close connection to the Imperial 
                                                 
7 Holtom, D. C. Modern Japan and Shinto nationalism: a study of present-day trends in Japanese religions. 
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1947. 
8 Holtom, D. C. Modern Japan and Shinto nationalism: a study of present-day trends in Japanese religions. 
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1947, p7. 
9 Benson, John and Matsumura, Takao. Japan, 1868 – 1945: From Isolation to Occupation. Great Britain : 




family, was thus used as a pure native tool, made to be a heaven-sent medium to bind the 
Japanese people into a united group to withstand any destructive influence.  Since then, 
Shinto has been portrayed as a purely Japanese religion and been utilized to stabilize and 
protect native institutions against the destructive force of foreign ideologies.10  It has 
enabled Japan to fend off other foreign influences and at the same time, it has been 
employed to strengthen Japan’s uniqueness and racial superiority.  As discussed, all these 
factors have made Shinto an attractive instrument for the Japanese authority to propagate 
ideals of national unity.11  
SHINTO AS A SOCIAL CONTROL  
Beginning with the Meiji period until the end of World War II, Shinto became 
what B.H. Chamberlain describes as a “manufactured religion.”12  The emergence of 
State Shinto was such a “manufactured religion.” 13   New religious traditions and 
practices were “invented” by the rulers.  Japan, in the period of State Shinto, created its 
first national calendar, flag, national anthem and rites of state, accessible to all subjects.  
The re-organization of the shrines with new national holidays, national symbols, 
emperor-centered festivals etc. was marks of such “invented traditions.” 
These “invented traditions” became tools for the rulers to turn religious practices 
to secular ends.  In the hands of the Meiji rulers, they were used for unification purposes, 
                                                 
10 Mullins, Mark R., Susumu Shimazono and Paul L. Swanson, eds. Religion and Society in Modern Japan. 
Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1993, p85. 
11 Benson, John and Matsumura, Takao. Japan, 1868 – 1945: From Isolation to Occupation. Great Britain : 
Pearson Education Limited, 2001. 
12 Mullins, Mark R., Susumu Shimazono and Paul L. Swanson, eds. Religion and Society in Modern Japan. 
Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1993, p84. 
13 “State Shinto was described as the systematic state support for Shinto from the beginning of Meiji period 
to the end of WWII. It encompassed government’s support for and regulation of shrines and priests, the 
emperor’s priestly roles, state creation of Shinto doctrine and ritual, construction of shrines in imperial 
Japan’s colonies, compulsory participation in shrine rites, teaching Shinto myth as history, and suppression 
of other religions that contradicted some aspects of Shinto” from Hardacre, Helen. Internet Document. 
State and Religion In Japan. [cited 10 October 2003]. Available from www.nanzan-




to unite disparate elements into a modern nation 14  and they served to back the 
centralizing power of the emperor.15   According to Hardacre, many of the rites and 
symbols of Shinto were appropriated and re-assembled in new forms with new meanings 
given in the process of unification.16  
On top of creating these new “invented tradition” for the purpose of unification, 
the Japanese employed these “inventions” as a means of social control to manage the 
populace.  According to Joseph S. Roucek, “social control is a collective term for 
processes, planned or unplanned, by which individuals are taught, persuaded or even 
compelled to conform to the usages and life-values of groups.”17  As such, according to 
Garon, there was a need to apply ideology, which acted as a form of social control, to 
manage the people and to rule not by force, but by persuading and influencing the people 
to their cause.18  Coupled with Shinto ideology, these inventions were used as “moral 
suasion” campaigns, which involved educating and inculcating the right morals in the 
people so that they would perform their duties to achieve national objectives.19  These 
campaigns thus acted as a form of social control to influence and direct the behavior of 
the Japanese people.  It was hoped that the people would be “influenced and their minds 
                                                 
14 Hobsbawm, Eric. Introduction: Inventing Traditions. In Invention of Tradition, edited by Hobsbawm and 
Ranger. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983, p1 – 14. 
15 Fujitani, T. Splendid Monarchy : power and pageantry in modern Japan. Berkeley : University of 
California Press, 1996. 
16 Hardacre, Helen. Shinto and the State, 1868 – 1988. Princeton : Princeton University Press, 1989, p4 
17 Roucek, Joseph S. Social control. New Jersey: D Van Nostrand Company, 1956  
18 Garon, Sheldon. Molding Japanese minds : the state in everyday life. Princeton, NJ : Princeton 
University Press, 1997 and Gluck, C. Japan's Modern Myths : ideology in the late Meiji period. Princeton, 
N.J. : Princeton University Press , 1985. 
19 Garon, Sheldon. Molding Japanese minds : the state in everyday life. Princeton, NJ : Princeton 




and hearts made one”20  through such “conscious enterprise,” and would think and act in 
the ways the rulers would like them to.21 
Interestingly, the Meiji rulers did not only employ Shinto for internal 
management.  They also used Shinto for the purpose of external expansion, as an engine 
of war.  “Invented traditions” and Shinto ideologies, which centered on a sacred emperor, 
became instruments to “integrate the heterogeneous population and mobilize the people 
for nation-building, modernization, and, eventually, military expansion!”22  According to 
Shinto ideologies, the Japanese people were taught that their state was developed out of 
the distant past under the formative influence of a “special divine commission” to expand 
sovereignty and righteousness over ever widening territories.  In fact, it was interpreted to 
mean that Japan was ordained by the will of the ancestral gods for the vast extension of 
the imperial dominion and for ruling the entire world.23  Backed by such strong Shinto’s 
nationalistic ideas, national expansion was seen as a mission divinely ordained.  As such, 
the Japanese rulers extensively relied upon these nationalistic ideas to influence and 
garner Japanese support for their advancement in Southeast Asia.  Beneath what the 
Japanese would call “holy war” in their advancement in Southeast Asia lay the conviction 
that Japan was sent to be the “liberator of the world.” With this special “divine mission,” 
the Japanese were appointed by their gods to share with the less fortunate nations the 
                                                 
20 Gluck, C. Japan's Modern Myths : ideology in the late Meiji period. Princeton, N.J. : Princeton 
University Press , 1985, p3. 
21 Gluck, C. Japan's Modern Myths : ideology in the late Meiji period. Princeton, N.J. : Princeton 
University Press , 1985 
22 Mullins, Mark R., Susumu Shimazono and Paul L. Swanson, eds. Religion and Society in Modern Japan. 
Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1993, p76. 
23 Holtom, D. C. Modern Japan and Shinto nationalism: a study of present-day trends in Japanese 




blessings of her peerless institutions and thus contribute to the salvation of the world.24 
These Shinto ideologies, which were able to provide spiritual authentication and add 
sufficient weight to the rise of militarism, gained extensive national support.  
THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION IN SINGAPORE 
Japan advanced herself as the “liberator” of Southeast Asia during World War II.  
She brought with her the Shinto ideology of establishing a Greater East Asia Co-
prosperity sphere which was based on the principle of Hakko Ichiu (Universal 
Brotherhood) - an order of co-existence and co-prosperity with Japan as its nucleus. 25 
Underlying this vision was the Japanese judgment that the Asian countries were being 
exploited by the western colonizing countries, the Anglo-American powers.  Thus, the 
Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere reflected Japan’s desire to rescue Asia from 
western aggression and exploitation, with the restoration of sovereignty in Asia to 
Asians.26  The nationalistic Shinto ideologies were used by the Japanese to guard against 
any perceived “destructive foreign influences.”  Under the new order, her aim was to 
make each country regain its “proper” place in Asia and to help the people regain their 
consciousness as people of the Greater East Asia.  To the Japanese, their advancement 
was not what the Anglo-Americans misunderstood it to be as meaningless aggression and 
military exploitation.  In fact, the Co-prosperity sphere, anchored on the principle of 
Hakko Ichiu, sought to establish peace and righteousness in the whole world with the 
illuminating rays of charity, love, virtue, truth and justice.  In this new order, each nation 
                                                 
24 Holtom, D. C. Modern Japan and Shinto nationalism: a study of present-day trends in Japanese 
religions. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1947, p7. 
25 Holtom, D. C. Modern Japan and Shinto nationalism: a study of present-day trends in Japanese 
religions. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1947. 
26 Lebra C. Joyce, Japan’s Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere in World War II. Kuala Lumpur: 





and race would have an opportunity to make its unique contribution to the general good.  
With mutual assistance and goodwill, all the peoples of the world would live as one great 
family under the leadership of Japan in her reconstruction of this new order.27  
Japan advanced into Singapore and brought with her an influx of cultural and 
religious ideologies.  Following the surrender of the British in February 1942, the 
Japanese military police entered Singapore to restore order.  Her occupation of Singapore 
was not merely military and political.  Rather, in many aspects - manufacturing, 
agriculture, mining, engineering, business, education and even her religion, Japan’s 
occupation of Singapore was like a total projection of the culture, religion and ideologies 
of Japan onto the small island.  
The Japanese first immediate task in their occupation of Singapore was aimed at 
strengthening their rule over Singapore.  This also implied their urgency to carry out 
complete eradication of all western ideology and culture left by the British, Singapore’s 
ex-colonial rulers.  During the occupation period, there were constant efforts to eliminate 
the use of the English language.  Names, street names, signboards, etc. were changed to 
Japanese.  Moreover, the Japanese occupiers worked towards fostering a racial and 
national hostility towards the western powers.  To achieve their objective, they sought to 
promote an Asian identity, a concept which was based on a shared opposition to the 
western powers, and a pan-Asian nationalism under Japanese leadership.28  Through a 
common Asian identity, it was hoped that the conquered population would be mobilized 
to support the Japanese fight against the Anglo-Americans in the war.  As such, shortly 
                                                 
27 Holtom, D. C. Modern Japan and Shinto nationalism: a study of present-day trends in Japanese 
religions. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1947 





after their occupation of Singapore, General Yamashita, commander of the Nippon Army 
in Malaya, condemned the British in the newspapers as extremely egoistic, dogmatic, 
foxy, deceitful and cunning in their injustice and unrighteousness towards and their 
intimidation of Asians.29  He declared that Japan, having taken up her sword of evil 
breaking against the Anglo-American powers, had swept away the arrogant and 
unrighteous British elements and shared the pain and joy with all concerned peoples in a 
spirit of “give and take.”30  He further sought understanding and co-operation from the 
Singapore populace to establish this New Order by claiming to promote social 
development, peace and equality for Asians in establishing the Greater East Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere.  
To the Japanese, “bad habits and customs” left behind by the British, such as 
materialism and individualism, were detrimental to the lives of the Singapore populace.  
To overcome such “damage” done by the western powers, Asia would need to replace 
them with the “spiritual” values of the Japanese.31  In fact, these spiritual values were 
found in the Japanese spirit.  The Japanese exhorted the conquered population to emulate 
Japan and acquire the Japanese spirit.  It was the Japanese spirit that would not only make 
every Asian an upright citizen, but also part of a superior race in time to come.  In one of 
the newspaper articles of that time, it was said that the superior Japanese spirit, which 
contained great virtues such as bravery, loyalty, propriety, faith, simplicity and self-
sacrifice, was the reason that Japan had been transformed into the strongest nation in the 
                                                 
29 “Declaration of the Commander of the Nippon Army.”, The Syonan Times, 21 February 1942, p1.  
30 “Declaration of the Commander of the Nippon Army.”, The Syonan Times, 21 February 1942, p1. 
31 Berreman, Joel V. “The Japanization of Far Eastern Occupied Areas.” Pacific Affairs, Vol. 17, issue 2 




world.32   The reason for the Japanese exhortation to acquire the Japanese spirit was 
obvious.  By acquiring the Japanese spirit, the newly conquered subjects would be 
“transformed” into “Japanese subjects,” pledging their support and loyalty to Japanese 
rule.  The Japanese intended to educate and make every conquered subject into Japanese 
subjects, both behaviorally and psychologically.    
The Japanese adopted two approaches in “managing” and “transforming” the 
Singapore populace into Japanese subjects, namely the “hard” and the “soft” approach.  
Military enforcement was the “hard” methods employed to ensure that the Singapore 
population behaved appropriately and conformed as new subjects of Japan.  To those who 
disturbed this establishment of the New Order, the Japanese army made its declaration 
that they would not hesitate to take military action against them.  During the early 
occupation period, the Japanese 25th army employed terror tactics such as beatings and 
summary executions.  Many stories were told of how the military police, Kempeitai, were 
extremely brutal against those of the Singapore populace who were suspected of working 
against the Japanese.  
The “soft” approach worked through the process of indoctrination that the 
Japanese used to influence the locals’ thinking and belief system.  This process of 
indoctrination has often been cited as the “Japanization” process by many authors.  In this 
thesis, Shinto festivals are seen as vehicles for the “Japanization” process.  These 
festivals were introduced with an aim to influence, persuade and manipulate the 
Singapore population into becoming Japanese subjects, giving allegiance to Japanese 
rule.  Akashi comments that it was hoped that the population would be “transformed” and 
                                                 






would possess the superior Nippon seishin (Japanese spirit) at the end of the 
indoctrination process.33  As such, Shinto festivals became the “soft” approach to instill 
the spiritual values of the Japanese spirit.  
Throughout the occupation, the Japanese occupiers were constantly confronted 
with the task of convincing the Singapore population to buy their “vision” for the Greater 
East Asia war.  On the one hand, they had to be careful in their management of the 
conquered population; to uphold their altruistic intentions and professed promises that 
came with their occupation.  On the other hand, they had to employ measures to subtly 
influence, persuade and manipulate the populace to achieve their political objectives.  
First and foremost, the locals’ willing acceptance of Japanese rule was particularly 
important to Japan, for she could not afford to have large numbers of soldiers tied down 
in maintaining order in the conquered territories,  while combat troops were needed more 
urgently in the fighting front.  To secure cooperation, the Japanese government showed 
respect for the “customs, habits and religions” of the inhabitants.  At the same time, they 
employed considerable brutality in enforcing submission upon the people who were 
considered hostile.34  
The Japanese managerial approaches of Singapore differed from the way they 
managed the Japanese in Japan due to the multi-racial nature of Singapore.  Unlike Japan, 
Singapore did not have the relatively homogeneous make-up of the Japanese.  The social, 
cultural and religious make-up of Singapore thus served as another important 
consideration for the Japanese in managing the populace.  All these considerations 
                                                 
33 Akashi, Yoji. “Japanese Cultural Policy in Malaya and Singapore, 1942 – 1945.” In Japanese Cultural 
Policies in Southeast Asia during World War 2, edited by Goodman, Grant K. Great Britain: Macmillan 
Press Ltd, 1991. 





definitely serve as and provide an interesting ground to study the Japanese management 
of the Singapore population and more importantly, to analyze the extent of success the 
Japanese had in making a multi-racial country like Singapore conform to the Shinto 
ideologies of the Japanese.  
PURPOSE OF RESEARCH 
Many studies have been done to analyze the impact of the Japanese Occupation 
on the Singapore populace.  Scholars like Kratoska Paul H, Goodman Grant K, McCoy 
Alfred W. and Chew, Ernest C. T. and Edwin Lee have largely focused on the Japanese 
Occupation’s impact on Singapore’s political, social, economical and cultural aspects of 
the various racial groups.  Extensive studies have also been done on how the Japanese 
used various strategies and methods such as mass media and education to “japanize” the 
Singapore populace.  Attempts have also been made to discuss the impact of the Japanese 
Occupation on the various religious groups in Singapore.35  Among these studies, few 
have explored how the Japanese employed Shinto festivals as a vehicle to manage the 
Singapore populace.  Close to this research was an Honors Thesis done by Chan Hui 
Shuan.36  
Therefore, this thesis will explore the Japanese employment of Shinto festivals as 
an instrument in managing the Singapore populace.  In addition, Christian festivals will 
also be examined to help us understand how the Japanese managed religious differences, 
while advocating their religious superiority over others.  With this, it is hoped that a new 
area of research will be introduced and that it will contribute to a better understanding of 
                                                 
35 Neo Suat Hong. “Religion in Japanese Wartime Propaganda: Christianity and Islam in Syonan Times.” 
Academic Exercise, University of Singapore, 2000 and Chan Hui Shuan. “Celebrating Tencho-Setsu in 
Japanese Occupied Malaya, 1942 – 1945.” Academic Exercise, University of Singapore, 1998 
36 Chan Hui Shuan. “Celebrating Tencho-Setsu in Japanese Occupied Malaya, 1942 – 1945.” Academic 




the Japanese way of managing religious differences during the occupation.  It could also 
pave the way to help us understand the Japanese way of managing religious differences 
and issues in the 21st century.    
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The thesis will analyze the Japanese religious policy by researching the Shinto and 
Christian festivals during wartime Singapore.  In so doing, it will try to answer the 
following research questions:-  
1)  What were the Shinto festivals introduced in wartime Singapore?  
 
2)  How were these Shinto festivals celebrated in wartime Singapore? 
 
3)  How were the Christian festivals celebrated in wartime Singapore? 
 
4)  What were the characteristics of the Shinto and Christian festivals? 
 
5)  In what way did the Japanese employ Shinto festivals to manage the Singapore 
population? 
 
6)  How did the Japanese manage religious differences between Shinto and 
Christianity in wartime Singapore? 
 
SCOPE OF RESEARCH  
Part of this thesis will focus on the Christian population as well.  The Japanese 
often referred to the Christians as the Anglo-American powers, though at times they 
referred to the Christians as the Europeans and Eurasians.  The Christian population in 
Singapore was relatively small and it might seem to be an insignificant group to be 
selected as a case study.  However, Christianity in Japan has always been an interesting 
topic of study in the field of Shinto.  In Japan’s history, Christianity received the worst 
treatment among other religions.  In fact, Christianity was once banned in the Tokugawa 




it would be worthwhile to study the reasons why the Japanese did not eradicate 
Christianity from Singapore during the occupation, even though they saw Christianity as 
a “bad” influence on their culture and society.  Moreover, it would be interesting to study 
how the Japanese managed religious differences, especially when Christianity came into 
direct religious confrontation with the Japanese Shinto ideology.  
Much of the analysis was based on  newspaper reports, mainly The Syonan Times 
and The Syonan Shimbun, which were the only existing newspapers controlled by the 
Japanese during the occupation period.  One reason for basing the research on these 
sources was to examine the Japanese management of the Singapore populace from their 
perspective.  In addition, it was also used to analyze the hidden agenda of the Japanese 
through propaganda.  
CHAPTERS 
The first two chapters provide illumination of the Japanese use of festivals in 
spreading Shinto ideologies in Singapore.  Chapters two and three give a detailed account 
of Shinto festivals celebrated.  These chapters explain how festivals were employed to aid 
and strengthen the Japanese administration.  They also examine the underlying intentions 
of the Japanese in the various celebration programs.  Chapter four gives an account of 
how the Japanese managed the Christian celebrations.  It analyzes how the Japanese 
treated the Christians and the Christian faith in Singapore.  Chapter five summarizes the 
key findings and observations in this thesis.  It aims to enlighten our understanding of the 









TENCHO-SETSU IN WARTIME SINGAPORE 
Among the Japanese festivals that were introduced during the occupation, 
Tencho-Setsu was the most important celebration.  It fell on April 29 and was the first 
festival to be declared a national public holiday.  The meaning of “Tencho” was “may the 
emperor’s age be prolonged.” This festival commemorated the birthday of the reigning 
emperor, Emperor Showa, who was officially known as the 124th ruler of Japan since 660 
B.C.  The emperor, who defined the sense of nationhood of the Japanese, was held in the 
highest regard.  Thus, Tencho-Setsu naturally became the celebration of utmost 
importance for the Japanese occupiers to teach the newly conquered Singapore populace 
to honor the Japanese Emperor, both as a political ruler and as a “god.”37 
Constitutionally, the emperor was proclaimed both political ruler as well as 
“god.”  He was described as “sacred and inviolate.”  To the Japanese, the emperor was 
worshipped as a “god.”  The divinity of the emperor had its roots in their religion, Shinto.  
According to the two main sources of the Japanese mythology, namely the Kojiki and 
Nihongi, the emperor was believed to be the divine descendant of the Sun Goddess, 
Amaterasu.38  As a direct descendant of the Sun Goddess, he was believed to be an actual 
living god, the manifestation of a deity in person.  
According to Japanese mythology, the Sun Goddess was the supreme deity 
created by the two deities Izanagi no Mikoto and Izanami no Mikoto, to be the “sovereign 
                                                 
37 “Tenno Heika’s solicitude for people His greatest concern.” The Syonan Shimbun, 29 April 1945, p1 
38 “Our Commander’s Message: Message from commander-in-chief of Nippon forces in Malaya.” The 




throughout the whole world.”39  As such, the Sun Goddess was born to rule and protect 
the whole world.  She sent her grandson, Prince Ninigi to earth to carry out her will.  He 
was to rule the earth eternally with an unbroken rule, guided by an oracle given by her:  
The Luxuriant Land of Reed Plains [Japan] is the country which our 
descendants are to govern as monarchs.  Go forth, therefore, Ye Imperial 
Grandson, and rule over it!  May ye fare well.  Our Imperial lineage shall 
continue unbroken and prosperous, coeternal with heaven and earth. 
40
 
Prince Ninigi descended to Japan, bringing along three sacred treasures which were to be 
handed down from emperor to emperor as the emblems of imperial authority.  Since then, 
successive emperors ruled in accordance with the will of the Sun Goddess.  
The Japanese mythology caused the Japanese to believe that the emperor shared 
the same divine essence as the Sun Goddess and ruled Japan in unison with the deity’s 
will.  It also shaped their worldview that their emperor possessed the divine right not only 
to rule Japan but also the entire world!41  
When the Singapore populace first celebrated Tencho-Setsu in 1942, the Japanese 
made sure that the newly conquered populace knew how to honor their emperor as “god.”  
The Japanese ensured that all inhabitants of Syonan,42  high and low, rich and poor, 
participated in the celebrations as instructed.43  They went to great pains to design both 
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formal and informal celebration programs to teach the local population ways of honoring 
the Japanese emperor.  The groundwork started way before the actual day of Tencho-
Setsu.  The Japanese authority published an official notice in The Syonan Shimbun to 
inform the locals that they had to attend the official ceremony on that day.44  The local 
population was to act according to what was stated in the M.A.D. (Military 
Administration Department) notice no. 40 in The Syonan Shimbun: -  
At 10 o’clock a.m. (Tokyo Time) on that day, all inhabitants are to stand 
still and pay homage to Heika (His Majesty), facing towards the Imperial 
Palace, Tokyo (in the direction of the North East), and offered prayers in 
silence for the Officers and Men of the Imperial Army and Navy who give 
the inhabitants of this Island peace and protection and think of those who 
sacrificed their lives for giving them peace.  That silent prayer is to last for 
one minute.  All moving vehicles are to stop for the duration of one minute 
at the signal to be given by Mosques, Temples, Churches and other Public 
and Religious Institutions by means of bells, drums or siren. 45  
In this official ceremony, the local population was taught the ways of showing loyalty 
and respect to the emperor through a series of activities.  
 The hoisting of the flag, especially during Tencho-Setsu, was one visible way to 
demonstrate one’s loyalty towards the emperor.  The Japanese ensured that the entire 
nation hoisted the Japanese flag rightly during Tencho-Setsu as an outward recognition of 
the Japanese authority and their reverence for the Japanese regime.  Thus, before the 
official ceremony, all households in Singapore and the adjacent islands had to hoist the 
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Japanese flag (hinomaru).46  The flag signified the sacred national spirit of the Japanese 
and therefore must not be abused. 47   Thus, the Japanese authority taught the local 
population the right way of hoisting the flag.  They were not to hoist the flag except on 
national holidays declared by the Japanese government.  In addition, the flags, in the 
required dimension, were to fly in proper places.  The Japanese authority strove to teach 
the Singapore populace to respect this national icon as they would the Japanese emperor:   
We, the inhabitants of the Malay Peninsula and Syonan-to have come 
under the protection of Dai Japanese or, in other words, the Hinomaru 
Flag.  Therefore we all must respect the Japanese Flag.  We must fly it in a 
proper place, in the proper manner, treating it sacredly.
48
 
 The Japanese also employed the hoisting of the flag as a means to extract 
submission from the locals, especially the Chinese community.  Among all ethnic groups, 
the Chinese were the most closely monitored.49  They were among the fiercest fighters in 
Malaya against the Japanese occupation of China.  Those who were not directly involved 
in the war rendered financial support to the fight against the Japanese in the China War.  
Thus, in the early days of the occupation of Singapore, the Japanese sought to eradicate 
Chinese anti-Japanese members, conducting the notorious “sook ching” movement, 50 
during which many Chinese suspected to be involved were killed.  Oftentimes, the 
Chinese were told to hoist the Japanese flag, even to the point of hoisting the flag beside 
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their traditional paper lanterns outside their houses. 51   This visible act served as a 
demonstration to others that the Chinese were willing to cooperate with the Japanese.  
Therefore, the Japanese imposed such observances for the purpose of suppressing any 
anti-Japanese sentiments.  
Japanese patriotic songs were also taught to the local population.  The locals were 
to sing them in Japanese during Tencho-Setsu, as an expression of their loyalty to Japan.  
Such patriotic songs included the National Anthem (Kimigayo), the Tencho-Setsu 
Anthem and the Patriotic March (Aikoku Koshin Kyoku).  The National Anthem, praising 
the eternal reign of the Japanese imperial family, was sung during all processions, 
parades and school functions in Japan.  The Tencho-Setsu Anthem was specially written 
to commemorate this festival.  All people attending the official ceremony had to sing the 
two Anthems.  The Patriotic March, on the other hand, had to be sung by all school 
children during the street procession.  The lyrics of these patriotic songs were published 
in the local Japanese newspaper a few days before the celebration, so that the local people 
could learn them by heart.  The Japanese stressed that patriotic songs were “the most 
important medium through which the people of a nation could express their loyal 
sentiments to their beloved sovereign and their country.”52  They viewed the songs as an 
avenue for the Singapore populace to verbalize their loyalty to the Japanese regime.  
On the day itself, the celebration started early in the morning with a solemn 
ceremony for the people to honor the Japanese emperor.  The official one minute 
ceremony was considered the most important event in Tencho-Setsu.  It was announced 
to the public that everyone had to observe this one minute’s silence strictly without fail.  
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A signal by means of bells, drums or siren would be given by mosques, temples, 
churches, and other religious institutions to ensure that all moving vehicles stopped 
during the one minute of silent prayers for the emperor.  Pedestrians too had to halt.  The 
whole island had to turn very quiet and motionless for one minute.  Standing still and 
facing the direction of the imperial palace in Tokyo, the people, including the children in 
their schools, “bowed” in silent prayers for the longevity of the emperor. 53   While 
offering silent prayers to the emperor, the people had to offer prayers to the departed 
spirits of Japanese soldiers who sacrificed their lives to bring about peace and protection 
to Singapore.  As they remembered these Japanese soldiers in prayers, they were told to 
think about how they, too, could contribute towards that “peace.”54  The people had to be 
thankful for those who fought for the construction of the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity 
Sphere.  The one-minute silence would end once the siren stopped sounding.  Thereafter, 
the people were to shout three banzai in Japanese - wishing for the longevity of the 
emperor – to end the official ceremony.55   
After the silent prayer, there was a series of entertainment organized by the 
municipal government.  The whole town came to life again and the spirit of festivity 
reportedly lasted late into the night.  The streets were specially decorated for the 
occasion.  Huge archways were erected along principal streets to give the city a “gay 
appearance.”56  Japanese flags were flying over business and private buildings, as well as 
on all vehicles.  The whole town was gaily beflagged to highlight the great pride in every 
Asian who was now “freed from the yoke of the Anglo-Saxon tyrants.”  “Live stages” or 
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“backdrops” were decorated with flowers, balloons and the Japanese flag.  Decorated 
trolley buses and motor vehicles were on the roads.  There were many other events, too: 
variety shows, concerts, musical performances, operas, photograph exhibitions, screening 
of special films, special lectures, luncheons or dinners, rallies of various communities and 
many more.  Moreover, all religious organizations also participated to hold special prayer 
meetings to pray for the emperor.  
Street parades by the different ethnic communities and school children, who 
marched through the streets, heightened the festive occasion.  All school children held the 
Japanese flag in their hands and marched to the Municipal building to greet the mayor.  
During the march, the children expressed their “loyalty sentiments” through their singing 
of the National Anthem accompanied by the Japanese police band.  Street parades like 
these attracted large crowds of spectators, adding a degree of “liveliness,” at least on the 
surface, to the joyful event.  All ethnic groups were “happy” and Tencho-Setsu was 
deemed a big success.  
Such parades, particularly those centered on the children, became a showcase for 
the people’s pride of being “Japanese subjects.”  School children who participated were 
said to be “happy” and had “enjoyed” themselves greatly.57  One student was thankful for 
the opportunity to pay homage to the emperor on Tencho-Setsu.58  She was “happy” to 
have joined in the greetings to the emperor and delighted to have received pleasant smiles 
from the Japanese officers and soldiers.  She was “proud of the song, proud of the 
Japanese empire and proud of being a citizen of the Japanese regime!”59  Such remarks 
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conveyed the obvious message that the entire Singapore population should feel the same.  
The children’s parade also remained as the highlight of Tencho-Setsu celebrations 
throughout the entire occupation period.       
Competitions such as musical, singing, fencing and first-aid competitions were 
also held on Tencho-Setsu.  One competition worth mentioning here was the Japanese 
reading contest held in 1944.60  A particular week was set aside as the Japanese language 
week.  Its aim was to spread the study of Japanese language and stress the importance of 
the Japanese language.61  At the end of the competition, prizes were awarded to the 
winners.  Such competitions strove to motivate the people to study the Japanese 
language.  The Japanese intended the Singapore populace to have a good grasp of the 
Japanese language which would qualify them as true subjects of the Japanese empire.  
Sports activities were held in conjunction with Tencho-Setsu celebration. Cricket, 
baseball, volleyball, basketball, hockey and soccer matches were organized between the 
different ethnic groups at the Padang.62  These events attracted not only the participation 
of the locals, but also that of the Japanese.  This mass sports events added much fun to 
the festive occasion.  The Japanese participation in these sports events portrayed scenes 
of “harmonious relationship” and unity between the Japanese and the local people.  
 Propagandistic events, like using motor cars to distribute propaganda pamphlets 
to the locals, free screening of Japanese films in cinemas, special newspapers edition, 
were all designed to ensure a joyous festive occasion with the active involvement of the 
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locals. In the second year of occupation, special postage stamps bearing the scenes of 
Malaya were introduced to commemorate the occasion.  The Japanese regarded the 
issuing of these stamps as another act to reach as many people as possible: 
The new stamps will not only inspire the young and stout spirit of 
reconstruction everywhere in Malai and Sumatra but will also cross the 
wide ocean for a distance of 5,000 kilometers as messengers which convey 
letters from Nampo to home, friends and families.
63
 
The massive celebration activities reinforced the idea of the Japanese emperor 
being the celestial ruler of the Greater East Asia.  He was one guided by the lofty ideals 
of founding the empire, to foster his subjects and develop the empire.64  In fact, he was 
sent to “fulfill the will of God and to steer this blood-smirched world through the 
hardships and agonies of war to a peaceful home fit to be inhabited by mankind.”65  The 
Japanese occupation was worthy of such celebration because the Singapore populace 
could now foresee a “peaceful home fit to be inhabited by mankind.”  
Apart from welcoming the emperor as a “god,” the Japanese taught the local 
populace to be grateful to the emperor as their “liberator.” They aimed to extract and 
generate loyalty from the local populace by portraying the emperor relevantly as a war 
liberator.  Throughout the occupation, the Japanese never failed to accuse the British 
colonial powers of being “unrighteous” and “selfish,” as people who only cared about 
their benefits.66  Out of their greed, they exploited the Asians under their rule.  They 
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made the Asians ignorant and inferior.  They jeered at Asian culture, forgetting that they 
lived and prospered from knowledge received from Asia.  The Japanese accused the 
western powers for causing Asians to suffer.  They claimed that the western powers had 
“obstructed” and prevented Asians from enjoying the divine blessings.  Therefore, the 
emperor took up arms to crush the “cruel” British rule and liberated the locals and the 
entire Asia from their sufferings.67  Underlying this war was the Japanese judgment of 
acting in accordance with the divine ordinances to rescue Asia and restore the emperor’s 
rightful rule.  
All these celebrations were done in the name of celebrating “Asia for Asians.”  
The Japanese exhorted all people with Asian blood to collaborate in “blowing off the evil 
clouds, to enjoy the blessings of the benevolent Rays [Japan].”68  The Japanese solicited 
help in reinforcing the above concepts through the unofficial Tencho-Setsu celebration 
organized by the local communities.  The Japanese used the different ethnic leaders as 
their mouthpiece to persuade the people to be grateful towards the Japanese rule.  These 
different ethnic leaders organized community mass rallies to honor the emperor, giving 
open praises to the Japanese government and its works.  
In the community mass rallies in 1943, the Malay leader, on behalf of all Malays 
in Singapore, expressed his thanks to the Japanese for saving Asia from the control of 
Anglo-American powers.  He urged all Malays to continue to work hard for the success 
of the war and to redouble their efforts to assist the Japanese.69   The Malay leader urged 
everyone to work for unity, to stand united as one, giving their cooperation to the 
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Japanese in fighting the war.70  By working together with the Japanese authority, they 
could help Japan to destroy the “common enemy of the peoples in the East,” i.e., the 
British.71  “Unity is strength” was stressed,72 and the people were told to discard all their 
prejudices to better assist the Japanese.73  They were exhorted to fulfill the spirit of the 
Japanese, i.e., complete unity and harmony between the emperor, the land and the 
people. 74   Without such a unity, so it was claimed, a country would suffer from 
continuous internal disorder and strife, like China and India. 
The Indian leader likewise took the chance to express his felicitations to the 
emperor.  In his speech, he exalted the emperor and showed himself to be privileged 
under the Japanese rule.  He declared: 
From the hearts of millions of Asians today, will rise a prayer to Him 
(Emperor of Japan) who controls the destinies of the world to long 
preserve the life of Tenno Heika who to every Japanese national is God 
and father… today, people under Japanese rule should feel extremely 
gratified for the Imperial kindness which has cast and will continue to cast 
a protective shadow over us. 
75
 
The Chinese leader also declared thanks to the Universal Brotherhood spirit of the 
emperor, affirming his support towards the Japanese ideal.  He acknowledged that it was 
due to the emperor that the Chinese community had been able to live peacefully and carry 
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on with their business.  It was therefore only reasonable for the Chinese to cooperate 
wholeheartedly to work with the Japanese.76  The Overseas Chinese Committee urged all 
Chinese households to “hoist the Japanese flag,” decorate their homes according to their 
means, and rejoice at the occasion together with the other races.77  These leaders also 
planned civic ceremonies, luncheons, parties, pageant shows, charitable events, etc., for 
the community.  All these speeches drove home the same message, namely, to be grateful 
and loyal to the Japanese and to support the new regime:  
Community leaders in congratulatory messages made on the auspicious 
occasion of Tentyo Setsu, renew their loyalty to Japanese and, at the same 
time, re-affirm to give fullest co-operation to the administration so that the 
war of Greater East Asia will terminate in Japanese’s complete victory over 
the enemies of all mankind. 
78
 
Monetary contribution was another way the ethnic groups expressed their 
gratitude towards the Japanese regime.  In 1943, the Indian community’s Tencho-Setsu 
program was marked by the presentation of $100,000 to the Japanese Red Cross for the 
benefit of wounded Japanese soldiers.  Moreover, in his address to the Mayor, the Indian 
President representing the Indian community pledged their loyalty to the Japanese 
administration.79 
Apart from regarding the emperor as “god,” the emperor was also regarded as 
their “Father” so that the Japanese could relate to him at a more personal level.  The 
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Japanese did this by featuring the emperor’s benevolent personality in the way he related 
to his subjects.  The Japanese described the emperor as “kind,” “generous” and 
“sympathetic” towards his subjects.80  He considered the welfare of his people of primal 
importance and concern, prior to the nation’s prosperity.  The emperor was reported to be 
anxious for his subjects’ welfare and keen to protect their interests. 81   In fact, he 
graciously treated his subjects as Ohmitakara (beloved children), loving and protecting 
them with the affection of a father.82  He would pray for the happiness and wealth of his 
beloved children from his “innermost soul.”83  He regularly granted generous relief to the 
destitute.  Whenever there was a natural calamity, the emperor showed concern by 
sending his chamberlain to enquire after sufferers and gave them much needed aid.84   
The official newspaper featured the emperor’s special sympathy for the soldiers who 
gave their lives on the battlefields.  Whenever a death was reported, he never failed to 
enquire about the dead and the condition of the bereaved family.  His sympathy for these 
soldiers caused him to erect an edifice, which was called the “kentyuhi” (House of loyal 
subjects), in the palace grounds.  He even remembered them in person by keeping 
pictures of these soldiers with their names and records of their deeds at the back of the 
edifice.   
With regard to this relationship, the Japanese subjects – the dead soldiers – were 
specially remembered.  During Tencho-Setsu, the Japanese authority intentionally 
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highlighted the deep love the emperor had for the Japanese soldiers who fought for him 
on the battlefield.  They showed the local people how the extent of the emperor’s love 
caused him to remember the Japanese war dead even on his birthday.  Activities were 
organized to honor the Japanese war dead alongside the festive celebrations.  People 
rendered prayers for the Japanese war dead during the official ceremony, maintained the 
soldiers’ graves and visited the Chureito War Memorial.  A visit to the Chureito War 
Memorial to commemorate the dead soldiers in the war was part of the official program 
for the different ethnic groups.  The local people were told to remember the Japanese war 
dead as “heroes who had sacrificed their lives for Japan.”85  Village headmen were urged 
to clean and maintain the graves of the Japanese soldiers and make appropriate offerings 
of flowers.86  Churches and temples held special memorial services for the Japanese war 
dead. 87   Other physical evidence included special monuments which were built to 
commemorate these soldiers outside of Tencho-Setsu celebrations.   
As for the wounded Japanese soldiers, the local people were told to remember and 
appreciate their efforts in the war.  Comfort parties were also organized by various ethnic 
groups to show appreciation and support for the afflicted Japanese soldiers by providing 
entertainment for these soldiers.  These comfort parties visited military hospitals to 
entertain them with shows, and brought gifts of cakes, fruits and flowers to “comfort” the 
wounded soldier. 88   Halls in the hospitals were specially decorated for these 
performances.  Special arrangements were made to install loud speakers in every ward to 
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ensure that even the bedridden soldiers could follow and listen to the concerts.89  Every 
effort was made to ensure that every wounded soldier was “comforted.”  
The emperor also showed love towards the local populace through various 
charitable acts for the poor and needy during Tencho-Setsu.  Among the common acts 
were free distributions of rice and food, medical treatment, salted fish, oil and fruits.90 
Various relief and charitable organizations also arranged for the feeding of the poor at a 
number of centers.91  Hospital cars traveled round the city gave free medicine to the sick.  
Such practical ways of meeting the physical needs of the locals was definitely not left 
unnoticed by the populace.  
The caring nature of the emperor as a “father” to show his love for children was 
further surfaced at the re-opening of the schools.92  To commemorate Tencho-Setsu, the 
municipal government ordered the re-opening of the schools which were closed in the 
earlier occupation period.  The re-opening of the schools also gathered all school children 
for the first time in Singapore since the British surrender.93  The Japanese instructed each 
school to hold a ceremony on that day.  School principals were told to contact the 
municipal government for the detailed celebration program.94  The re-opening of the 
schools was reportedly welcomed by the local school children, who had been looking 
forward to getting a good grasp of Japanese in school.95  
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The portrayal of the emperor as the “father” created a new identity for the 
occupied people as “children” of the emperor.  This new identity aimed to foster a closer 
relationship with and extract natural submission to the emperor.  It changed the locals’ 
perspective of a ruler and the way they could relate to him.  The locals were to regard the 
ruler as their caring “father” who would consider their welfare and well-being; a ruler 
who ruled with benevolence.  Most of all, they would render loyalty out of “filial piety” 
towards the emperor and not under compulsion.  The father-children concept also 
redefined the way the Singapore population responded to the Japanese emperor and his 
Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere ideal.  The paternal love was to spur the locals to 
pray for the perpetuation of the prosperity under the emperor’s domain, 96 even to the 
extent of offering their lives for the emperor!97   
In conclusion, the celebration of Tencho-Setsu was to reflect the joy of the 
Singapore population in welcoming the emperor as their “god”, “liberator” and “father.” 
Instructions were given to make Tencho-Setsu a festivity.  The city was given a gay 
appearance with huge ornate archways over principal streets which were specially 
decorated.  The people were told by the Japanese to honor the occasion and take 
advantage of every opportunity to enjoy themselves. 98   A series of entertainment 
programs and activities were planned for the people to have fun and for merry-making.  
On this happy occasion, the Japanese desired for the spirit of festivity to prevail from the 
start of the day through the night.  After all, it was hoped that Tencho-Setsu had granted 
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MEIJI-SETSU IN WARTIME SINGAPORE 
To secure their occupation of the island, the Japanese never failed to “highlight” 
and “enlighten” the local population of the role and importance of the Japanese emperor.  
Starting with the first Tencho-Setsu, the Japanese laid the groundwork for establishing 
the reigning emperor as the supreme sovereign in Singapore – a ruler who was high 
above all other foreign rulers.  Yet, they did not stop there.  A few months after the first 
Tencho-Setsu, another emperor-centered festival was introduced and celebrated – Meiji-
Setsu.  
This chapter gives a description of how Meiji-Setsu was celebrated during the 
Japanese occupation.  It also highlights the similarities and differences between Tencho 
Setsu and Meiji-Setsu so as to surface the uniqueness of Meiji-Setsu.  Furthermore, it 
analyzes the ideology of Meiji-Setsu, showing how the Japanese employed this festival to 
aid in their administration and ultimately the realization of the Co-prosperity Sphere. 
Meiji-Setsu commemorated the birthday of the late Meiji Emperor on November 
3rd, and that day was declared as a public holiday.  It celebrated the advent of the 
“enlightened” reign under the Meiji Emperor, which was the very meaning of the word 
“Meiji.” The festival thus honored the illustrious virtues of Emperor Meiji who had 
helped Japan to rise to greater national prestige and honor through a short, yet successful, 
period of modernization.  Among all the emperors in the history of Japan, he was to be 
remembered as the most glorious emperor and one who had established the country as a 
“modernized, powerful and cultured nation.”99  Thus, the Japanese empire owed much of 
                                                 





its national prestige and prosperity to Emperor Meiji and this was the resounding 
message of Meiji-Setsu.  
In Singapore, the Japanese wanted the local population to know the important role 
of Emperor Meiji in their nation building.  On Meiji-Setsu, they never failed to highlight 
the emperor’s past achievements and successes, on order to illustrate his importance to 
Japan.  They told the people how the emperor’s revolutionary national reforms had 
transformed Japan to its current glory.  The emperor was said to have abolished Japan’s 
“old unworthy ways and customs” and brought in many “new” works and ideas in the 
various areas of politics, education, the military, medicine, etc.  
One of the reforms was the proclamation of the Five Articles of the Imperial 
Oath, which changed the old government system and served as new guidelines for 
Japan’s future government.  The Imperial Oath, which the Japanese likened to the 
“Declaration of Independence in the United States,” 100  made clear that Japan’s new 
national policy was one of open and free intercourse with the outside world.  Since the 
implementation of this policy, it promoted energetic activity and enterprise rather than 
passivity and seclusion in foreign relations.  It became the cornerstone on which the great 
Japanese empire was built, paving the way for Japan’s success as a great world power.  
The Japanese acknowledged that they copied some of the good things which the western 
nations had to impart.  However, they told the local people that Japan had long ago not 
only caught up with the West, but actually outstripped them in many respects.  
Other reforms, besides the proclamation of the five articles, were the restoration 
of the Imperial regime, the abolition of clans and the creation of prefectures, the rescript 
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of education and the promulgation of the constitution.  These national reforms were said 
to be laid down by the emperor for the betterment of his people.101  It was said that these 
new national policies propelled Japan to a world power status.  It caused Japan to keep 
rising to ever higher and higher degrees of prestige and prosperity and “soar in the 
farthest corners of the world.”102   Ever since then, Japan has cherished and pursued 
Emperor Meiji’s ideals for the country.103 
The purpose for the Japanese in highlighting their national achievements to the 
local population was to convince the local people to believe that a small Asian country 
like Japan, which was able to rise to such glory, would be able to lead Singapore to such 
glory as well.  They wanted to cultivate the local confidence in their ability to lead them 
towards the road of “success” and “freedom.” Therefore, Japan stood as a “model of 
success” for the local people.  The locals had to learn and work alongside Japan if they 
wanted to succeed.  
One of the areas in which the local people were persuaded to work closely with 
the Japanese was to fight in the Greater East Asia war against the Anglo-American 
powers in accordance with the ideals of Emperor Meiji.  The Japanese told the local 
people that this “sacred war” had started 75 years before under Emperor Meiji’s personal 
direction.  The Japanese claimed that it was the great Emperor Meiji who rallied the 
whole nation to get rid of the evil, selfish and wicked Anglo-American imperialistic 
expansion policies.  From that time onwards, the Japanese claimed to have always 
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championed the fight against their imperialism and against the subjugation of Asia.104 
This Greater East Asia war, therefore, was the continuation and realization of Emperor 
Meiji’s ideals for both the Japanese and the “whole of Asia.” It was thus natural that the 
Japanese and all Asian countries should cooperate closely with each other to fight against 
Anglo-American imperialism.  Only then could Asia be “safe from encroachment” for 
both the present and future generations of Asians to freely live in.105  
In order to convince the local people, the Japanese gave assurance that they would 
succeed and win in the war, especially during Meiji-Setsu.  As such, the Japanese worked 
towards building the locals’ confidence in the new government by constantly recounting 
their past war victories.  During Meiji-Setsu, success stories were told to show that if the 
Japanese had gained victory in the past, they could clinch victory in the present war.  
These victories served as the most tangible proof that Japan could win this war.106 
References were often made to victories scored by the “invincible” imperial Japanese 
navy, battling against the American Pacific Fleet.107  The large number of American 
aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers and other surface craft sunk or heavily 
damaged by the Japanese navy and air force, spoke well for Japan for the future 
operations of the war.   
The same success was achieved in Emperor Meiji’s fight against China in the 
Sino-Japanese war.  While the Chinese powers were numerically superior in many ways, 
and the Chinese military forces and population were many times bigger than the 
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Japanese, Emperor Meiji carried out the expedition without any signs of worry.108  He 
was in fact found sleeping soundly several minutes after going to bed; he “was not 
worried amid emergency.”109  Using such illustrations, the Japanese tried to eliminate any 
fears or worries in the locals’ fight against the western powers.  Instead, they assured the 
locals that they were determined and unwavering in their efforts to fight the war, not 
allowing other factors to threaten them.  Even if the enemy might seem more powerful 
and superior, the Japanese assured the Singapore population of success in the end.  
On top of assuring them, the Japanese wanted the local population to emulate 
Japan’s fighting spirit in order to win the war.  The Japanese told the local people that it 
was above all Emperor Meiji’s “unmatchable fighting spirit” which enabled him to 
liberate the entire Asiatic peoples from the shackles of Anglo-American imperialism.110  
In other words, it was his “fighting spirit” that contributed to Japan’s achievements.  His 
determination was not on par with the European powers, but was one level better than 
them.  This was the secret of the phenomenal rise of Japan.111  Therefore, in order for 
Singapore to enjoy “success,” they should learn from Emperor Meiji.  They should have 
the same determination and fighting spirit of Emperor Meiji.  They had to be determined 
to fight to the extent of dying for Japan.  Together with the Japanese, the local population 
was to have the spirit of “do or die” until the final victory had been achieved in the 
Greater East Asia war.112  The Japanese strove to heighten the determination to win the 
                                                 
108 “Court Councillor Kawashima Extols Greatness of Meiji Tenno.” The Syonan Shimbun, 3 November 
1943, p1. 
109 “Court Councillor Kawashima Extols Greatness of Meiji Tenno.” The Syonan Shimbun, 3 November 
1943, p1. 
110 “Editorial : Meiji-Setsu.” The Syonan Shimbun, 4 November 1944, p2. 
111 “Significance of Meiji-Setsu stressed By Malai Journalist.” The Syonan Shimbun, 3 November 1944, p2. 





war during Meiji-Setsu.  In fact, it was said that during Meiji-Setsu, the “fighting spirit” 
of the Japanese empire was said to be indeed spreading everywhere!113  
The Japanese government made sure that these newly conquered subjects gave 
similar importance and acknowledgement to Emperor Meiji just like them.  The locals 
had to pay their humble respect and honor the emperor in the highest.  Together with the 
Japanese, they had to be proud as the subjects of a great ruler.  They had to celebrate 
Meiji-Setsu in a most “fitting manner” and share the rejoicings of the occasion with the 
Japanese.114   
The celebration programs of Meiji-Setsu were in many ways similar to Tencho-
Setsu.  It reinforced the importance of the Japanese emperor in the lives of the people.  It 
forced the local population to honor and emulate the illustrious virtues of the emperor.  
The Syonan Shimbun reported on the celebration, detailing the various ceremonies and 
functions.  
First, like Tencho-Setsu, it was a massive festival introduced by the Japanese 
filled with many “invented traditions.”  Japanese flags were hoisted in homes, shops, 
business premises, government and administrative building, getting ready for the festive 
occasion.115  On the actual day, the celebration started with a short official ceremony of 
paying homage to Emperor Meiji.  The Japanese military and civilian population in 
Singapore observed this official ceremony in the early hour at the respective appointed 
centers.  The local people who were “invited” by the Japanese to this official ceremony 
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had to bow in the direction of the Imperial Palace, offering silent prayers to the emperor 
who deserved the most respect.  The silence was then broken as all sang the Japanese 
National Anthem and Meiji-Setsu Anthem.  The official ceremony ended with three loud 
shouts of banzai.  To the local people, this official ceremony was not a foreign event.  
They had already been taught in the ways of paying homage to the Japanese emperor at 
Tencho-Setsu.  There was an obvious drop in the number of articles instructing the locals 
to observe the official ceremony.  It seemed that the official ceremony no longer required 
any explanation.  It was expected that the official ceremony would be observed before all 
other informal activities commenced.  
After the official ceremony, another series of events kicked off.  Most of the 
official and unofficial celebration programs were similar to those in Tencho-Setsu.  The 
common ones were the sports events, community celebrations, concerts and music, 
comfort shows, entertainments and many others.  However, some events in Meiji-Setsu 
were given special emphasis.  One such event was the sports meet organized by the 
Syonan Sports Association and the Municipal government.  
Elaborate sports events were held on the Padang, with the detailed plan and 
timing published on the newspapers.  Meiji-Setsu sports meet was perceived as a pioneer 
of extensive sports events in Singapore, for never at any time before did Padang had so 
many important games in a single ring.116  It was said that such sports events attracted 
                                                 
116 “Meiji-Setsu Sports Events Most Memorable: Success due largely to Mr Shinozaki.” The Syonan Times, 




“best talents available” and “thrilled thousands of sports enthusiasts.”117  The public was 
assured of being treated to the “best series of outdoor sports yet seen” in Singapore.118  
Usually before the sports carnival, members of the Syonan Sports Association 
would perform a march past followed by the exhibition of the radio drill.  Usually, Mr. 
Shinozaki, Head of the Welfare Department from the Municipal government, would take 
the salute in the march past and make a speech to the participants.  Then the sports meet 
would kick off.  At the conclusion of each game, prizes and trophies would be given out 
to the winners.  
Popular outdoor sports such as football, hockey, volleyball, basketball, tennis and 
baseball were organized to attract as many participants as possible to create the 
impression of a harmonious community.  These sports events were also representative of 
the specialties of each community.  The Malays were recognized for their skills in the 
area of football, the Eurasians in the area of hockey and the Chinese in the area of 
basketball.  By having these different sports, the Japanese made sure that all the different 
ethnic groups were represented and participated in the celebration.  Moreover, the 
Japanese themselves participated in the sports meet with the local community as well, 
especially in the area of tennis.  Their participation allowed for social interaction between 
the locals and the Japanese, which helped to foster relationships and enhance community 
unity.  With the Japanese participation, the picture of community harmony and unity was 
certainly being portrayed.   
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The Japanese did not only participate enthusiastically, they gave their full support 
and help to the local community in every aspect of the sports meet.  They helped as 
umpires for the games.  Among those who volunteered their services as umpires were the 
police.119  Some were even Japanese soldiers.120  Besides rendering help, they showed 
themselves to be enthusiastic supporters.  Mr. Shinozaki, who witnessed every game, was 
reported to be the “most interested spectator of all.” According to the Syonan Association 
Chairman, Mr. Shinozaki was more than a spectator: he gave whole-hearted support and 
cooperation in organizing the game. “Without his cooperation, the function would not 
have been the thorough success as it was!” 121   Moreover, the mayor, who was the 
honorary President of the Syonan Sports Association, also honored the function with his 
presence.  He was also the donor of many trophies and presented them to the winners at 
the conclusion of the sports event.    
The Japanese showed their presence and support strongly in the school sports 
meet too.  Similarly, the Japanese showed themselves to be fully supporting and 
involving in every way.  In all common schools, there were elaborate inter-school sports 
programs being organized for the children as well.122  Unlike Tencho-Setsu where school 
children were very much involved in street parades, the children were mobilized in Meiji-
Setsu to participate in the elaborate sports events.  Thousands of spectators, which 
included many high Japanese officials, convalescent soldiers and sailors, came to witness 
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the sports meet.123  All the children gathered to await the arrival of the mayor to grace the 
occasion.  When the mayor arrived, the Japanese flag was hoisted and all people present 
bowed in the direction of the Imperial Palace.  Thereafter, all sang the Japanese National 
Anthem to the accompaniment of an orchestra played by the school teachers.  
As part of the celebration, the mayor gave a short yet “inspiring” address to the 
thousands of school children and adults.  In it, he revealed his intention of fostering 
community unity through the gathering of all the children from the different ethnic 
groups through the sports meet.  He stressed that “a new order” had taken place in the life 
of Asia, for “the time has come for the Chinese, Indians and Malays to lead a life of 
goodwill together with the Japanese.”124  He pointed out that the children of different 
races who came together for this sports meet without racial distinction were in such a 
rewarding state of unity and friendship.  Meiji-Setsu was a day where “all distinctions 
have been taken away!”125  As such, he told the people that this racial harmony created 
and reinforced under Japan’s leadership would bring happy and friendly lives to the 
locals.  He persuaded the local people to trust in the Japanese who would definitely bring 
happiness and prosperity to the locals.  The Mayor went on further to exhort the school 
children to be fully united with their might and share the hardships in transforming the 
“Old Asia” into “New Asia.”126   He “invited” them to partner with the Japanese to work 
towards establishing the “New Asia.” Through their hard work, the local population 
would be able to achieve future prosperity through this “New Asia.” In his speech, he 
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exhorted the local people to be without doubt and to trust the wise, enlightened leadership 
of Japan for an era of prosperity and happiness:- 
I want you to follow me, because by following me you will help to create Dai Toa 
(Co-prosperity Sphere). 127  
The Japanese made use of the sports meet to enhance Asian solidarity for the 
purpose of creating an Asian identity.  They strove to employ this Asian identity to 
cultivate local support and mobilize the locals in their war efforts against the western 
powers.  
After the speech, the Meiji-Setsu Anthem was sung by all present.  Thereafter, the 
children did the march past and saluted the Mayor.  Then the sports events kicked off.  At 
the end of the meet, the Mayor was invited to give away the prizes. 
Community mass rallies were held by the different ethnic groups in honor of the 
occasion.  All local communities observed Meiji-Setsu to share the rejoicings of Meiji-
Setsu with the Japanese.128  Each community organized an all-community mass rally.  In 
the mass rallies, leaders of the ethnic groups gave speeches to illustrate the significance 
of Meiji-Setsu celebrations.  Most of these speeches aimed to arouse the spirit of the 
people and persuade the community to resolutely bring the war to a successful end.  
Exhortations to get the locals to trust and work with the Japanese were commonly found 
in these speeches.  The people were told to stand together as Asians and protect Asia.  
They should be proud to be one and should strive to “protect” and “defend” their “Asian 
identity” against the encroachment of the western powers.  As such, community leaders 
urged the local people to be fully “defense conscious,” so that they could defend Asia as 
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well as contribute to the general well being of the world.”129  It was urged that this spirit 
of “defense-mindedness” must be developed among the local population, so that the local 
people would cooperate with the Japanese authorities in upholding their “Asian identity” 
by bringing the war to a successful end!  In so doing, this would allow the present and 
future generations of Asians to be free to live and conduct their own affairs as they 
wished.  The local people were to make themselves not only “industrially and 
economically strong but also so strong in [their] war production as to drive the Anglo-
Americans forever out of Asia.”130  The leaders reminded their people that the war was 
not only for the Japanese, but also for them.  If the locals showed “complete trust” in the 
Japanese and proceeded to overcome the obstacles, they would share their war victory 
and bask forever in the glorious rays of the rising sun.”131  They needed to put aside their 
self gain so that they could do their utmost to assist the Japanese in winning the war.  
This included answering the call of the authorities to labor in factories devoted to the 
production of war materials.132  
On top of these speeches, the program in each section included variety 
entertainments for the public, such as music, screening of films, cartoons and 
newsreels.133  The Japanese sponsored some of the community programs as a form of 
support for the locals.  One example of these sponsored programs was the Japanese 
language speaking contest which was sponsored by the Syonan Broadcasting Association 
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and the Education Department.  Another was the lecture-musical meeting sponsored by 
The Women’s Section of the Overseas Chinese Association.  Entertainment programs 
were also planned for industrial workers and local workers at the shipbuilding yards.  
Similar to Tencho Setsu, the Chinese community was mentioned much and 
highlighted in Meiji-Setsu celebrations.  The Chinese gave a tea party to the heads of the 
various sections of the Chinese Association and the trustees of the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce.134   The Overseas Chinese Association leaders gave speeches during this 
meeting, stressing the significance of the festival and giving praises to the brilliant 
achievements of Meiji Emperor in civil administration and military affairs.135  A small 
ceremony was observed in the morning when homage was paid to the late emperor with a 
ceremonial obeisance in the direction of the Imperial Palace.  Later in the morning, the 
Chinese leaders visited the Nippon War Memorial and Shrine at Bukit Timah and laid a 
wreath there in honor of the war dead.  
Meiji-Setsu celebration was another emperor-centered festival to strengthen the 
Japanese rule in Singapore.  The purpose of the celebration was, after all, to highlight to 
the local people that it was a privilege and honor to be led by the Japanese emperor.  
Slightly different from Tencho-Setsu, Meiji-Setsu strove to “buy” the local populace’s 
conviction that the Japanese could lead them to attain similar prosperity and happiness.  
Moreover, there was an emphasis of the Japanese to foster an Asian solidarity  An Asian 
identity was intentionally fostered by the Japanese to unite the newly conquered subjects 
and mobilize them to put their utmost contribution towards the war.  Apart from that, 
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Meiji-Setsu, just like Tencho-Setsu, was another celebration which served the Japanese 













































CHRISTMAS AND EASTER IN WARTIME SINGAPORE 
As the conqueror of Singapore, the Japanese occupiers could enforce submission 
on the subjugated population.  However, besides the use of force, they also adopted a 
“softer” approach to cultivate local support.  They deemed the locals’ acceptance 
necessary for Japan to fight effectively in the Greater East Asia war.  They could not 
afford to have a large number of soldiers tied down enforcing order in conquered 
territories.  Thus, the Japanese occupiers made every effort to “buy” the hearts of the 
local population.  Their aim was to discredit the locals’ ex-colonial power, the British, 
and to install the Japanese emperor as the new legitimate ruler of Singapore.  
The Japanese provided interpretations and meanings to the role and importance of 
the emperor to the local people.  The divine identity of the emperor as “god” served the 
underlying purpose of endorsing the Japanese rule over Singapore with spiritual 
authority.  Moreover, it served to legitimize their fight against the Anglo-American 
powers as one that was backed with divine directive under their “God.” In short, his 
divinity endorsed him both as imperial and spiritual authority to rule in Singapore.  
However, the introduction of the emperor as divine carried obvious religious 
connotations that could pose threats to the local monotheistic religious groups like the 
Christians and Muslims.  These groups showed their concern and suspicion that the 
Japanese were out to get rid of their religions.  There were newspaper articles that raised 
concerns which challenged the Japanese’s claim of religious tolerance.  One article 




having a religious intention of eradicating other religions.136  It was reported that the 
Australian radio labeled the Japanese as fanatical Shintoist and claimed that the Japanese 
would not rest content until they had eliminated all other religions.  Moreover, it claimed 
that the Japanese, the Shintoist, would neither understand nor tolerate the teaching of 
other religions.  The Australian radio thus urged the Mohammedans in Japanese-occupied 
territories to rise up in rebellion against the Japanese.  
In response to such reports, the Japanese authority never failed to assure the locals 
of their tolerant religious stance in order to cultivate local support.  The Japanese 
authority often stressed that the freedom of religious faith was in accordance with Japan’s 
established policy.  It was said that the principle of Hakko Ichiu, which was the essence 
of the Japanese’s ideals, required a wide and benevolent attitude of tolerance towards the 
cultural and spiritual lives of the different peoples and different nations.137  The Japanese 
assured the local religious bodies of their accommodating policy towards religion, telling 
them that there was no ground for fear or any interference by the Japanese government 
towards any religion.  They even went to the extent of encouraging the locals to be true to 
their religions.  
Moreover, the Japanese authority constantly assured the local population that they 
ruled according to the article 28 of the 1889 Constitution which guaranteed the freedom 
of faith in Japan.138  That explained why there had not been any widespread religious 
prosecution in Japan.  However, if the local people employed religion to achieve any 
political reasons, the Japanese would not hesitate to ban it.  Just like what the Japanese 
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had done to Christianity in the past, it had been banned more for political than religious 
reasons. 
The Japanese claimed that they treated all religions equally,139  although Shinto 
was given special status for her “historical status.” To prove their point, the Japanese 
provided statistics to show the Christians the numerous existences of churches in Japan.  
Moreover, they told the Christians that the Nippon Catholic Friendship Society was 
formed in Japan to foster closer bonds with the Catholics.  All these were done to dispel 
any doubts or suspicions against Japan’s discrimination of Christianity.   
Apart from pursuing a religious freedom policy, the Japanese also deemed 
themselves “advisors” of the native religions.  The Japanese were reported as being 
recognized by the different religious bodies not only as the “liberator” of Asia but also as 
the champion of all religions.140  In the eyes of the Japanese, Shinto did not only belong 
to Japan alone, but took precedence over all other religions.141  This was because this 
religion was seen as having brought “an ancient race of people from their former position 
as subjects of a small pacific island power, through the centuries, to their present position 
as proud citizens of the most powerful nation in the world.”142  Thus, the Japanese saw 
their religion as “superior” over others, possessing the capability to give advice to other 
religions. 
To the Japanese, Shinto was also a religious belief exclusive to them.  They 
claimed that Shinto was above other religions.  They would not need to be like the 
Anglo-American powers, to be actively converting the local population to be Shintoist.  
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Their accommodating stance towards other religions retained their exclusivity and 
superiority.  Underlying this distance was also the desire of the Japanese to unite all 
religions in East Asia under Shinto through the success of the war to establish the Co-
prosperity sphere.143  
From the above evidences, the Japanese authority presented themselves as having 
no intention of promulgating their Japanese faith at the expense of the other religions.  
Rather, they were more interested in capitalizing on their spiritual belief to authenticate 
and strengthen their rule in Singapore.  The Japanese top political agenda was none other 
than to fight the Greater East Asia war.  They showed themselves as having no 
motivation of converting any local people into their religious belief, which might result in 
the loss of support from the religious groups.  Abandoning any chance that would 
jeopardize the locals’ trust in and support of them, the Japanese propagated their “god” to 
the locals without excluding other gods.  No imposing measures were carried out.  In fact, 
they allowed the local people to continue performing their religious practices.  This 
policy of religious tolerance went as far as helping the local religious believers to further 
their faith.  By taking this gradual approach, they tried to eradicate any suspicions and 
uncertainties from the local people.  They wanted to show themselves to be tactful in 
handling religious differences. 
While the Japanese were determined to introduce and promote their festivals in 
occupied Singapore, they also allowed local religious festivals to be celebrated in their 
claims to being tolerant and accommodating towards other religious beliefs and practices.  
Throughout the occupation, they worked hard to prove this point to the local people.  
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Christmas and Easter were two festivals that were of particular importance to the local 
Christians.  Even though the Japanese had always associated Christianity with their war 
enemies, the Anglo-American powers, they felt compelled not to appear biased against 
Christianity.  They had to practice what they preached to cultivate local confidence in 
them.   
 Christmas is a Christian religious festival.  It fell on 25 December and was a day 
for the Christians to celebrate the birth of their god, Jesus Christ.  The birth of Jesus 
Christ also marked the arrival of a savior, who came to redeem man in the world from the 
punishment of their sins.  For those who accepted him as a savior, he promised them 
hope, joy and peace.  Therefore, Christmas was a time to rejoice over Christ who came to 
bring peace and joy on earth.  Before the occupation, Christmas was celebrated with such 
religious significance.  On the eve of Christmas, Christians would clean up their houses, 
make cakes and prepare food for their visitors on that day.  On Christmas day, Christians 
would assemble to worship and celebrate the occasion with singing in church.  On this 
joyful day, they would also visit one another’s home and exchange gifts among 
themselves.   
During the occupation, the Japanese tried to make sure that Christmas day was 
commemorated not for its intended religious significance but for other political 
significances.  They made it clear that Christmas day was the day to commemorate the 
death anniversary of the late Emperor Taisho.  On that day, the Japanese remembered 
him as a ruler who further strengthened and extended the national power of Japan.  The 




power, were also told to pay homage to the late emperor Taisho on Christmas day.144  
The Japanese ruler was to be honored instead of the Christian god.      
In addition to the death anniversary of Emperor Taisho, Christmas day coincided 
with the Hong Kong liberation day, i.e., the city’s capture by the Japanese forces.  On 
Christmas day, the Japanese urged the local people to recall Japan’s victory over the 
British in Hong Kong and to celebrate and rejoice over Japan’s success. Japan’s military 
and political achievements became the reason for celebration on Christmas day.    
The Japanese thus tried to project other significances onto Christmas to replace 
the traditional religious meaning.  The religious significance of Christmas was glossed 
over by recent political events which demanded universal observance.  Christmas day 
became a day not just for Christians but for the whole Singapore population to celebrate.  
Moreover, the Christian god was replaced by a Japanese emperor as the centre of focus 
and honor.  
Although the Japanese government declared Christmas a half day holiday rather 
than a full day celebration,145  it was reported that the Japanese allowed the Christians a 
full day holiday to celebrate their Christmas.  Christians employees of Japanese firms and 
other business interests were given a day off. 146   One of the newspaper articles 
commented that the generosity and understanding of the Japanese administration towards 
the Christians made all these arrangements possible.147  The Japanese claimed to show 
religious tolerance and understanding towards the Christians through this special grace.  
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The Japanese also allowed certain festive activities for the local people to 
celebrate Christmas.  The Syonan Shimbun reported that shop-windows were gaily 
decorated with greeting cards and toys, giving the air a mood of festivity.  Shops in the 
city were said to be thronged with people shopping for gifts with adults and children 
making last-minute purchases to celebrate the season fittingly.148  Church services of all 
the Christian denominations were publicized on The Syonan Shimbun to inform the 
people of their celebrations.  Church services were allowed before and on the day itself.  
On the actual day, the Christians went to church in the morning where they sang hymns 
and carols.  In the evening, prayer services were held. 149   It was reported that the 
Christians prayed for Japan’s speedy victory in the Greater East Asia war and that peace 
and goodwill might once again reign in the world.150  
In the first year, there were a few joint Christmas services that brought together 
the different denominations for the celebration.  A special service organized by Saint 
Andrew’s Cathedral gathered the Anglican and Methodist choirs for a carols 
presentation.151  Moreover, the united service assembled all the Christians of different 
denominations for the first time for a combined Christmas celebration.  On these 
occasions, Christians were seen as living in harmonious relationship and acceptance of 
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one another regardless of denominations.  Beside these combined services, there was also 
a choral service and a tableau for their first Christmas celebration.152  
Christmas celebration was not an entirely indoor event.  The Japanese allowed 
special Christmas celebration to be held outdoors.  However, the outdoor celebration was 
different from the usual religious worship in church.  In 1944, the Eurasian community 
had such an outdoor celebration.  The Eurasian women and girls formed a comfort party 
to provide entertainment to the wounded Japanese soldiers in the hospitals on Christmas 
day. 153   By giving such services, the Christians employed this avenue to honor and 
appreciate the Japanese who had fought for them in the war.  Christmas celebration was 
thus used to serve the military and political objectives of the Japanese. 
One interesting thing about the Christmas celebration during the Japanese 
occupation was that it involved the non-Christian population too, as a sign of religious 
tolerance.  All the people were to rejoice with one another regardless of their religious 
belief.  According to the Japanese, this expressed the general goodwill prevailing among 
the communities.154  Of course, the non-Christians did not celebrate Christmas in the way 
Christians did.  They enjoyed themselves in other entertainments or Christmas concerts 
organized by the Symphony Orchestra.155  Various community groups also presented 
their continental dance items in the Christmas concerts.  Their involvement demonstrated 
that they treated one another like brothers and enjoyed one another’s festivals.  Even after 
the festival, the local people were said to have worked hard and co-operated with one 
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another in every sphere of activity.156  All these served to show religious tolerance among 
communities and thus enhanced solidarity.  
The Japanese wanted to highlight this “community unity” as a stark contrast to the 
situation under British rule.  The British practiced “divide and rule.” Different racial and 
religious communities were encouraged to keep to themselves and not to mingle.  With 
such purposeful segregation, the British maintained stability in their governance.  
However, the Japanese wanted the local populace to know that things had changed under 
Japanese rule.  The Japanese’s religious policy of broadmindedness allowed for religious 
and racial harmony and hence local community unity.  They claimed that the local people 
were imbued with the Hakko Ichiu spirit that had made them accept and relate to one 
another as brothers without any racial or religious discrimination.157  
At the same time, the Japanese government showed their involvement in the 
celebration through giving to the needy and the poor.  They gave cash donations to 
representatives of the various Christian Missions as Christmas gifts.  They also donated 
biscuits and clothing to the other charities including the Christians charities, e.g., Home 
for the Aged, the Salvation Group, the Pok Leung Kok and the Eurasian Welfare 
Association.158  In fact, giving of gifts by the Japanese authorities to the Christians was 
not new in Syonan.  This practice was also found in Manila.  It was reported that the 
Japanese government wanted to bring themselves closer to the local people through this 
gesture of kindness.  Moreover, their material contribution was intended to convey their 
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determination to serve the local people.159  It would be conceivable that similar reasons 
could be applied to the Japanese authorities’ giving to the Singapore Christians as well.   
Generally, the Japanese allowed Christmas celebrations just like those years under 
the British, with one exception.  They suspended midnight masses, which were mostly 
held by the Roman Catholic churches.  They claimed that they wanted to minimize 
inconvenience to the parishioners.160  Their explanation suggested that the suspension 
was done out of good gesture and not as a restriction or penalty on the Christians.  The 
Japanese wanted the Christians to take this suspension as an act of “kindness,” rather than 
a restriction.  In this, they portrayed themselves as “thoughtful” and “considerate” 
towards the Christians.  
The Japanese authorities addressed the public with their Christmas messages on 
Christmas day.  They utilized these messages to speak against the Anglo-American 
powers.  They accused the Anglo-American powers for causing Christmas to lose its 
meaning of what the birth of Christ had come for - “peace on earth, goodwill towards all 
men.”161  The world was no longer at peace but was in the midst of a bloody war.  The 
Japanese insisted that the Americans and the British had failed to live up to Christ’s 
teachings.  While preaching their Christian idealism, they had turned their backs to the 
principles of justice and equality.  They sought only to satisfy their selfish desires and 
domination.162  This had led them to oppress the weak and discriminate the people of 
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other color.163  They had directly opposed the very Christian principles they professed.  
They had utterly betrayed the trust of their British people, much more the Christians in 
the world.  The Japanese claimed that Christmas day would be a day of celebration if the 
Anglo-Americans had adhered to their Christian principles.  There would have been no 
war and many people would not have suffered.  Therefore, the Japanese urged the local 
people not to place any confidence in these erroneous Christian powers.  
The Japanese believed that the celebration of a truly merry Christmas was only 
possible by eliminating, once and for all, the selfish American and British ambition of 
world domination.164  They claimed that the Anglo-American powers, Christians who 
knew so little about Christ’s spirit, had made Christmas a mockery.165  
The Japanese claimed that their Hakko Ichiu principle had kept in line with 
Christ’s teachings.  It supported the abolition of racial discrimination.  It advocated 
respect towards every nation’s sovereignty and independence, thus promoting 
international friendship based on equality and mutual co-operation.  The Japanese 
believed that this principle of brotherhood and mutual consideration was acceptable to all 
regardless of race or creed.  Moreover, they professed that these principles were more in 
line with Christ’s spirit than the policies of blood and hate the American and British 
powers pursued.  It was such evil principles that gave the Japanese the reason to fight the 
Anglo-American powers 166   to restore peace by wiping out the Anglo-American 
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powers.167  It was only then that a truly happy Christmas could be realized and that 
Christians all over the world could celebrate in complete harmony with the Christian 
message “peace on earth and goodwill to men.”168  Christians in Singapore were told that 
they could live up to the spirit of Christ’s teaching once again under the Japanese 
protection and religious tolerant attitude.169 
As non-Christian Orientals, the Japanese claimed to be the one who had saved the 
noble ideals of Christ instead of the Anglo-American powers.  They saw themselves as 
the one to restore the everlasting peace advocated by Christ.  Only under the Japanese 
leadership and principles, could Christ’s message of “peace on earth, goodwill towards 
all men” be realized! 
Easter was another major Christian festival which commemorated the resurrection 
of Christ three days after his death on the cross.  Unlike Christmas, which had a fixed 
date for its celebration, the date of Easter varied from year to year.  During the Japanese 
occupation, Easter was celebrated on the 5th of April in 1942, 25th of April in 1943, 9th of 
April in 1944 and lastly 1st of April in 1945.170  
Christians observed a series of commemorative events prior to the Easter 
celebration.  The Holy Week, which commenced on Palm Sunday, the Sunday preceding 
Easter, and lasted till the following Easter Sunday, was set aside as the period for the 
Christians to meditate on Christ’s sufferings on the cross.  Each day in the Holy Week 
was remembered for its different religious meaning.  In addition, solemn rituals were also 
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observed by the Christians as they reflected on the suffering, death and finally 
resurrection of Christ.  Palm Sunday commemorated the entrance of Christ into his 
journey of sufferings.  Good Friday, the Friday of the Holy Week, was the day where 
Christians remembered the sufferings of Christ on the crucifix.  On that day, they were to 
be grateful to Christ as they recalled his love for them on the cross.  Solemn services, 
where the veneration of the cross recalling the crucifixion of Christ, were observed.  
Throughout the Holy Week, observances, which included the institution of the Holy 
Communion services, scripture readings, solemn prayers, and the adoration of the cross 
recalling the crucifixion of Christ, were part of the religious commemoration.  Christians 
also had to continually devote themselves in prayer and meditation throughout the Holy 
Week, which eventually worked to its highlight on the actual Easter day.  
During the occupation, Easter celebrations were allowed though not much was 
said in the newspapers about it as compared to Christmas.  There were not many articles 
publicizing its celebration.  Most of them only indicated factual information on Easter 
services in church.  However, the availability of these church services showed that Easter 
celebrations were allowed in churches.  Different denominational churches were able to 
hold their Easter services for their believers.  Prior to Easter, it was reported that churches 
throughout the city were “crowded with worshippers” on the last Sunday before Easter.171 
Worshippers received palm leaves in commemoration of Palm Sunday.  On Good Friday 
morning, services were held in churches where Christians made their pilgrimage to kiss 
the cross as part of the commemoration.172  Christians were reported to be able to observe 
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the Holy Week in Singapore without restraint.173  Various services like the Meditation 
services, Crucifixion musical services, Holy Communion services, choral services were 
available for the Christians during the Holy Week.174  On Easter day, the Christians 
rejoiced and celebrated Christ’s victory in church.  Most churches held Holy Communion 
services in the morning and choral services in the evening to celebrate the occasion.175   It 
seemed Easter celebrations carried on as normal under the new leadership of the 
Japanese.  
While there was no obvious restriction, there were some re-adjustments to Easter 
celebrations for the Christians during the occupation period.  Similar to Christmas, the 
Japanese authorities suspended the midnight masses and special night services.  They told 
the Syonan people that it was never their intention to interfere with religious practices, 
whether they were Christian practices or that of other communities.  They emphasized 
that such suspension was necessary under the exigencies of the war.176  During wartime, 
the local population had to be subjected to the curfew hours in the night.  The lights out 
condition would make it impossible to hold any mid-night masses at all.  For the same 
reason, the yearly procession of the Cross on Good Friday night in St. Joseph’s in 
Victoria Street was cancelled. 177   This cancellation prevented the gathering of large 
numbers of Christians to openly declare their devotion towards their Christian god.  The 
prohibition of the outdoor street procession scaled down the highlights of the Easter 
celebrations to a large extent.  
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  To appease the Christians, the Japanese authority made special arrangements to 
compensate for these suspensions which incidentally confined the celebrations with the 
Christian community.  Firstly, a special afternoon service was arranged to replace the 
midnight service.  Secondly, the kissing of the cross would take place in church in the 
morning to replace the procession of the cross on the street at night.  The Japanese 
showed themselves to be accommodating through these provisions.  However, these 
provisions confined the Easter celebrations strictly to church.  Easter became quiet, 
restrained and confined to the Christian community only.  
Although there were some omissions to the Easter celebrations, there were certain 
additions as well.  Towards the end of the occupation, special services were added and 
held on top of the traditional religious services at Easter.  In St Andrew’s Cathedral, a 
Good Friday service of meditation and Easter service of remembrance at the Bidadari 
Cemetery were added on top of their normal festival observance.178  Moreover, church 
service on Thursday was added during the Holy Week and was held at all churches in the 
year 1945.179  These additions seemed to indicate that the Japanese had relaxed their 
restrictions towards the churches in holding other services for Easter.     
In addition to these changes, the Japanese employed the Christian religious 
practices to provide for their political and social needs.  It was reported that Easter 
Sunday monetary collections, which were intended for church administration, were to be 
donated to the Japanese Wounded Soldiers’ Funds and for the poor.180  Similarly, the 
collections at St. Andrew Cathedral on Good Friday were reported to be given to the 
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Japanese Red Cross and Cathedral Sick and Needy Fund as well.181  The Japanese altered 
these religious practices to serve the community’s needs at large.  
In their treatment of the Christian festivals, the Japanese government maintained 
their official stand of religious broadmindedness and tolerance.  They allowed the 
Christians to continue celebrating their festivals and adhering to their beliefs.  No open 
restrictions were placed on the religious practices.  Only minor changes were introduced.  
Any changes were presented as necessary measures during wartime situations.  In 
general, the Japanese consciously showed themselves to be supportive, understanding and 
reasonable in dealing with religious differences.  
It was speculated that while the Japanese were tolerant towards or even supportive 
of the Christian practices, they masked their restrictions in other areas to a certain degree.  
Many a time, they were supportive of the Christian festivals in that they make these 
festivals more meaningful.  In both festivals, the spirit of giving was extended to the poor 
and needy in the non-Christian community.  Yet, at a closer look, one could see the 
deliberate attempt on the part of the Japanese to alter the religious focus of these events.  
In the case of Christmas, the political significance in the national events was to be 
honored rather than its religious focus.  Therefore, the religious icon was downplayed and 
replaced by the Japanese emperor.  The restrictions in Easter celebrations reinforced this 
intention.  The confinement of worship within the church forbid the promotion of the 
religious icon to the public and hence brought down the religious importance to a large 
extent.  The Christian god took a lesser importance; instead Japan’s victory and grace to 
the people were highlighted.  The religious rituals and practices now assumed a new level 
                                                 





of political significance.  The Christian festivals became a convenient avenue for the 
















































 The Meiji rulers exploited Shinto as a political, social and spiritual tool to 
strengthen their governance in Japan and legitimize their aggressions abroad.  They drew 
upon Shinto ideologies to foster national solidarity in a dispersed Japanese population.  
Shinto beliefs gave the Japanese a spiritual national identity and brought the entire nation 
under the rule of a divine emperor.  It was further employed to fend off any foreign 
influences that were detrimental to Japan’s national solidarity.  Shinto eventually became 
an engine for war.  The Japanese rulers tapped on its ideals to legitimize and mobilize the 
nation for war against the western powers.  Under the name of Shinto, the Japanese rulers 
unified the nation under one emperor, holding one faith and fighting against one enemy.   
When the Japanese occupied Singapore, they strove to strengthen their rule by 
unifying a heterogeneous populace, with different races and religions, through Shinto 
ideologies.  Their immediate task was to unite the newly conquered people and made 
them pledge their loyalty to a new ruler, the Japanese emperor.  Adopting their national 
management approach in Japan, the Japanese rulers utilized Shinto ideologies to 
authenticate the emperor’s spiritual and imperial authority to rule over Singapore as a 
“god”, “liberator” and “father.” They aimed to extract loyalty and support from the 
populace towards their legislation and mobilized them to establish the Greater East Asia 
Co-Prosperity Sphere.  
The Japanese instituted Shinto festivals as a tool to unify the Singapore 
population in obedience to the legitimate and divine rule of the emperor.  The two Shinto 




the emperor as their divine “god” through compulsory ritualistic observances.  These 
emperor-centered observances served to enforce obedience and constantly reminded the 
local people of the Japanese overlordship.  The projections of the “benevolent rule” of the 
emperor as the “liberator” and “father” at the festivals continued to garner the spirit of 
unity and loyalty in the populace.  All these drove towards uniting the dispersed populace 
in obedience to a single authority, the emperor or the Japanese rule.       
Apart from fostering national unity under the emperor, the Japanese continued to 
promote racial unity in Asia.  They tried to create an Asian identity which was based on a 
shared opposition to the western powers.  The Japanese aimed to achieve two objectives 
out of this Asian identity.  Firstly, they wanted to put themselves in a more favorable 
position to cultivate local support for them at war.  Being Asians like the conquered 
populace, the Japanese strove to convince the locals that their aims were truly altruistic.  
They wanted the locals to believe that they came to bring goodwill and prosperity to all 
countries.  Promulgating Shinto slogans such as “Hakko Ichiu,” the Japanese strove to 
mobilize the locals to stand united with them as “Asians.”  They exhorted them to work 
towards an Asiatic “Co-prosperity Sphere” with Japan where peace and prosperity could 
be enjoyed.  They even went to the extent of eliminating language differences by 
establishing the Japanese as the lingua franca to enhance this Asian unity.  
Secondly, the Japanese made use of this Asian identity to mobilize the Asian 
countries for war against the western powers.  Underlying this Asian identity was an 
assumption that the western powers were a threat to Asian culture and values.  To protect 
this Asian identity, the Japanese strove to eradicate all western ideology and culture.  At 




western powers in the populace by highlighting their immorality.  They propagated 
themselves as Asia’s model and hope, taking the lead in the fight against the western 
powers in the Greater East Asia war for a better world.  Taking on the Asian identity, the 
Japanese strove to stir the local populace to fight against their shared enemy, the western 
powers. 
 The Japanese strove to unite the multi-racial local populace, not only under a 
divine emperor with an Asian identity but also to achieve a harmonious religious 
relationship.  The diversity of the Singapore populace came not only with its multi-racial 
populace but also with its religions.  So, the Japanese adopted a tolerant religious policy 
towards the native religions, for their desire was to mobilize these religious groups for 
war.  Under the name of Shinto, the Japanese claimed to bear a “benevolent” attitude of 
tolerance towards the cultural and spiritual traditions of the different peoples and 
countries.  This tolerance was also validated through the Japanese constitution’s 
guarantee of religious freedom of faith.  The Japanese assured the locals that all religious 
sects would be left to themselves unmolested as long as they did not disturb the peace of 
the country or practice immorality, when propagating their doctrines and carrying out  
their respective religious rituals.  The Japanese thus adopted a religious freedom policy to 
create a harmonious religious relationship.  
The Japanese claimed that they had no intention of eradicating native religions 
and their institutions so long as these religions did not interfere with Japan’s political and 
military objectives.  Throughout the occupation, the Japanese never failed to assure the 
locals and demonstrate their religious freedom stance towards the native religions.  




different religions and the Japanese.  Assistance was also rendered to the locals to further 
their religious faith and practices.  The Japanese participation in the different religious 
celebrations also showed their support and involvement in every way and reflected their 
tolerance and accommodative attitudes towards other religions.  
 The Japanese occupiers were seemingly successful in employing Shinto 
ideologies to work for them in strengthening their governance in Singapore.  However, a 
closer examination would show that Shinto ideologies, in fact, worked against them.  
Firstly, the Japanese, with their Shinto ideologies, went into direct religious 
confrontation with the monotheistic religious groups, particularly Christianity.  Although 
the Japanese presented Shinto as a religion which was less exclusive and eclectic to 
embrace the Christian faith, their religious tolerant stance was just a facade to mask the 
distinctive opposing religious beliefs.  Shinto was by nature pantheistic, which the 
Christians regarded as a pagan religion.  In fact, Shinto ideologies directly conflicted with 
the beliefs of Christianity.  The Japanese efforts in replacing the Christian god and 
installing the emperor as the new “god” directly clashed with the Christian religious 
belief of giving single devotion to their god.  
The Japanese tried to reconcile this religious conflict by presenting the emperor- 
worship rituals as a form of civic observances.  The local Christians were told that 
observance like bowing to the emperor was merely a way of pledging their support for 
Japan; they were not religious rites but were merely acts to convey the subject’s civic 
duty and loyalty to the nation.  Refusal to observe these customs would display a denial 




enforced their Shinto religious rituals upon the Christians while seemingly reconciling 
the religious conflict.  
The Japanese also tried other ways to minimize these religious differences by 
masking the spiritual connotation of their “god,” the emperor, with other non-spiritual 
meanings such as the “liberator” and “father.” In this manner, the Christians were forced 
to give their loyalty and devotion to the emperor based on civic duty rather than spiritual 
reasons.  Despite such moves, their facade of religious tolerance was shattered when the 
Japanese openly declared that the emperor was the Japanese “god.”  With this 
declaration, the Christians had reservations to give wholehearted obedience and support 
to the emperor, not to say the Shinto beliefs behind the war. 
To avoid direct religious conflict, the Japanese tried to reduce the religious 
significance of the Christian festivals.  In the Christian festivals, the Japanese worked 
hard not to give prominence to the Christian god who posed a threat to the emperor as the 
figurehead of spiritual and imperial authority.  Every religious act was monitored and 
restrictions were imposed to confine the celebrations indoors using political reasons.  The 
religious significances of the Christian festivals were also diluted and masked by other 
political events that served the Japanese objectives.  In the end, the local Christians were 
told to honor the Japanese rather than their Christian god in these Christian festivals.  
This plot of the Japanese contributed a huge hindrance for the Japanese to cultivate 
support from this monotheistic religious group.   
Secondly, Shinto belief, which made the Japanese consider themselves to be a 
superior race of divine origin, betrayed their professed intention of treating everyone 




including Asians.  As such, their sense of racial superiority prevented them from 
fostering closer bonds with the local populace who were deemed as people in subservient 
positions.  Their insistence for others to learn the Japanese language, without the 
Japanese learning other languages, further illustrated their sense of superiority.  What the 
Japanese professed to be their purpose in the sacred war, i.e., to give each nation its 
“rightful place,” was none other than to rule the entire world under the rule of the 
Japanese emperor, with each nation assigned its proper subjective position by the 
Japanese.  This was Japan’s idea of their “rightful place” under the Japanese emperor.  
The Japanese superior racial ideology would never bring equality as they claimed they 
would.  
 Lastly, the Japanese acts of projecting the Shino religion as superior rang alarms 
in the other religious sects, because of the danger of enforced conversion to Shino 
religion.  Shinto beliefs made the Japanese see themselves as “advisors” to the native 
religions and to raise the spiritual and cultural standard of their lives.  To the Japanese, 
Shinto was perceived as the champion of all religions and this contradicted their 
professed policy of treating all religion equally.  If Japan were to dominate the entire 
world, there could be a possibility that they would promulgate and impose their Shinto 
beliefs upon all the conquered peoples.  This lingering fear might have prevented the 
local religious groups from fully pledging their allegiance to the Japanese.  
 The Japanese management of the Singapore population might indicate a long term 
plan to replace the local religions and indoctrinate the peoples with Japanese spiritual 
ideology.  For the most part, they tried to be subtle and tactful in their approach in 




Japanese had not yet embarked on an open assault on the local religions and imposed 
their own religion.  However, it might be argued that they were beginning to do so by 
uniting the Singapore populace under one emperor and one common “Asian” identity.  It 
might be noted that they tried to do just that in Korea and Taiwan where State Shinto was 
introduced and dominated in these countries.  
In Korea, the Koreans were required to make regular visits to Shinto Shrines and 
participate in ceremonies which implied the full acceptance of the Japanese religion.  
Every public meeting was opened with a bow towards the Japanese Imperial palace and 
with the recitation of the oath of allegiance to the Japanese emperor.  
Likewise, there was a great possibility that the Japanese would carry out similar 
forced conversion in Singapore.  This was further affirmed in their plans to build Shinto 
shrines in the land shortly after their occupation of Singapore.  Given the nature of the 
wartime Japanese state and its close association with Shinto, it was difficult to separate 
Japan’s political agenda from its efforts to secure the subordination of the conquered 
populations to the religious and spiritual orthodoxy of the state.  “Where go the Japanese 
armies, there go the Japanese gods!”182   This might be the ultimate plan of the Japanese 
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